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THE CASE OF DR. J(.'NATHAN LABATT 
Ross Patrick 
One feature of the practice of medicine in Moreton Bay district an^ in 
Queensland in the early years after separation, was the public criticism of 
their colleagues by members of the profession. The criticism often took the 
form of letters in the press. Statements were made which, today, would bring 
censure from the ethics committees of the profession if they did not result 
In suits of libel. Occasionally, the feuding involved members of the public 
outside the profession and went further than letter-writing. It did so in the 
case of Dr. Jonathan Labatt of Warwick. 
Despite his un-Irish name, Dr. Labatt was born in Dublin and graduated 
from the King's and Queen's College of Physicians in Ireland. He was 
registered by the Medical Board of New South Wales on 18 May 1852^ and went 
to Warwick shortly afterwards. At first things went well for the Irish 
graduate. He was appointed medical officer to the aboriginals and also became 
a magistrate.-^ Socially, he entertained Governor-General Fitzroy^ and Rev. 
Glennie states in his diary that 'he introduced the Bishop to Dr. Labatt who 
conducted him to Maryland.'^ 
But, In 1855, he received professional opposition in the person of 
Dr. Otto Sasche, a German practitioner who had graduated from the University 
of Berlin. At first, Sasche's foreign degree was not recognised by the Medical 
Board but that did not prevent him from putting up his plate. The two medicos 
were soon at loggerheads. It is difficult to say who was to blame for both were 
quick-tempered gentlemen. When their paths separated later, each continued to 
be in the centre of controversy. It was Labatt who probably fired the first 
public shot in a letter which appeared in the Empire of 5 March under the 
heading, 'Notes from the North' and signed 'Correspondent'. The article claimed 
that Sasche was not a duly qualified medical practitioner in Australia and cast 
doubts on his ability as a doctor. Sasche replied with an advertisement In the 
Moreton Bay Courier, part of which read as follows :-
Foreign Medical Men 
Dr. Sasche's Address to the Public 
In an anonymous article of the 'Empire', March Sth, 1855 
headed 'Notes from the North', I find particular pains have been taken, I 
suppose from feelings of protectorship towards Her Majesty's subjects, to 
cease my further murderous steps amongst the Inhabitants of New South Wales. 
Now I would not have taken any notice of this effusion of bad blood 
at the Innocent paper form a boylike and ignorant person, if his declamations -
though in cruder terms - would not be exactly the same I had to encounter so 
frequently from a quarter where education ought to have directed to a more just 
course. Considering this, and remembering the great kindness shown to me as a 
foreigner by the majority of my newly adopted countrymen, I come before the 
public, though with a reluctant step. Now in the first Instance, the following 
declaration will show how much credit the 'Correspondent's' statements deserve. 
Acknowledgement Mr Alan Queale drew my attention to the case of Dr. Labatt His 
generosity in making available his copies of relevant Colonial Secretary's 
corresponde ice greatly facilitated the writing of this paper. 
R.P. 
Warwick, 20th March, 1855 
We, the undersigned inhabitants of Warwick and its vicinity hereby 
declare, that we highly disapprove of the mean and caluminous attack made in 
the 'Empire' of Monday, March 5th, 1855, in an article headed 'Notes from the 
North' against the character and professional qualifications of the Prussian 
medical gentleman residing amongst us. We do not know anything about the 'four 
individuals which have been hastened to their premature deaths', and from 
special information we are convinced, that Dr. Otto Sasche is a duly qualified 
Prussian medical man.^ 
Then came 37 names which included John Douglas J.P., Rev. T. Kingsford, 
Rev. Benjm. Glennie and Rev. W. McGinty. Otto Sasche must have gained immediate 
popularity in Warwick to collect such signatures. 
Later in the year, a young man named Lederingham was the victim of an 
assault and died some days afterwards. He was attended by Dr. Sasche. CommentlnR 
on the evidence given before John Douglas at Warwick and at the subsequent 
hearings at the Brisbane Assizes when the aggressor was brought to trial, Labatt 
had this to say in a letter to the 'Moreton Bay Courier'. 
Let the Attorney-General compare Dr. Sasche's deposition, 
taken by John Douglas, J.P., at Warwick, with his evidence 
in court at Brisbane, and he will find in the former, the 
patient young, strong and healthy, in the latter, diseased, 
that paralysis of the bladder existed in the former but 
not in the latter, and he will not find catherisation (the 
ordinary means of relief, which would have suggested Itself 
to a tyro in a British hospital) resorted to although I 
have it from authorities undeniable, poor Lederingham com-
plained of that distressing affection two or three days 
before his death. 
Several motives may have influenced Dr. Sasche, when he 
so unnecessarily introduced my name in evidence. But the 
one which I consider the most prominent in the foreground, 
was an anxious desire to draw public attention from the 
grave responsibility which he had heaped on his shoulders, 
by undertaking the sole management of so a serious a case, 
until it became hopeless; and even at the urgent request 
of the magistrate, who was about to take the evidence of 
the dying patient.7 
Dr. Sasche replied in an article addressed to Dr. Labatt, a few editions later. 
He denied any mismanagement of the case and stated that Dr. Labatt had refused 
to come when he was called in consultation. He ended his letter with these words:-
I apply to the medical gentlemen in the district, who may 
judge between you and me, and they certainly confirm your 
terrible ignorance, though you subscribe yourself M.D. and 
fellow, etc., and boast a diploma no one has seen. But, 
you cannot even pretend to be a surgeon." 
Sasche's nonrecognition as a legally qualified medical practitioner ceased 
to be a debating point between the two when he became eligible for registration 
after the New South Wales Legislative Council passed a new Medical Practitioners' 
Act in October, 1855.^ 
Not long after, the German doctor left Warwick to practise in the Toowoomba-
Drayton area where he continued to be the center of public storms. His place 
in Warwick was taken by Dr. Samuel W. Aldred, an English graduate, who in 
time came to be held in high esteem by the Warwick citizens. He was mayor of 
the town at the time of his death in 1866.^^ But, his popularity did not 
prevent him from coming into conflict with Dr. Labatt. 
After Dr. Sasche's departure Dr. Labatt continued to be in the news. 
In June 1857, a stack of wheat on his property was burnt down but a store 
containing corn was saved.H He claimed that the fire was deliberately lit and 
a 'train was found leading from the stack to the store'.^^ Perhaps he was right, 
for climatic conditions in winter at Warwick are not conducive to spontaneous 
combustion. He was a party In a number of minor court cases and on one occasion 
he struck Dr. Aldred with a whip during an argument. Labatt, himself tasted the 
heavy lash of a whip when he quarrelled with Mr. J.W. Buckland, J.P.-'--' 
Then in 1861, there occurred a series of events which were to have serious 
consequences for the colourful doctor. They were described by Labatt himself, as 
follows :-
On Thursday, the 28th November, 1861, two women of very 
dissolute character, who resided in the house immediately 
adjoining mine, and whom I had repeatedly requested Mr. 
Halloran, the magistrate, to take steps to remove, roared 
out and defied me to go anywhere near their place. I 
walked over, and one attacked me with a green hide and the 
other with a small wicket gate. I then walked away, and 
said, "I shall putiish you very severely". They defied me 
to pass the house again, and when I approached it, they both 
attached me again - one with a sapling, an inch and a-half 
in diameter, and the other with a gate; and on my retreating, 
I sustained a cut on the head, and in warding off the blows, 
my arm became as black as my shoe. Shortly after, my 
extremities became cold, and I was suffering from severe pain 
in the head, which I attribute to concussion of the brain -
more or less, from the blows received. There was several 
persons outside, who witnessed this assault, among whom was 
Mr. Halloran's son, whom I requested to go for his father; 
I also sent for Dr. Aldred to put some plaster on my head. 
The chief constable came, and I requested him to go for Mr. 
Halloran, which I presume he did, but Mr. Halloran did not 
attend. On Thursday, that day week, I went to the police 
office to get a summons against the two women, for this serious 
assault, and I got the summons the following Wednesday. The 
Saturday week after I sustained the accident, the 7th, December, 
1861, the case was called on, and I asked where was Dr. Aldred, 
who had to give material evidence as to the nature of the wounds 
I had sustained. Mr. Halloran said he would go on without him, 
and I said that I wished to have the case postponed till the 
Monday next, in order that there should be no mistake. 1 then 
went across to Mr. Aldred's house, and I was told he would 
attend in half-an-hour's time. I told Mr. Halloran that Dr. 
Aldred would be in court in half-an-hour, but he peremptorily 
refused to postpone the case, though I had said that I would 
prefer not entering into the case without the presence of the 
medical man. 
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On my way to Mr. Glennie, on Saturday, 14th, I called at 
Mr. Oxenheim's the solicitor, and in a quiet tone of voice 
asked where my family was; he said that my poor wife had 
gone to the North, which I afterwards ascertained was not 
the case. I then said, "I can't believe it, Mr. Oxenheim, 
and it will be my painful duty, if they do not return to 
their proper home, to caution the public." To which Mr. 
Oxenheim replied, "If you dare to do so I will send you to 
gaol for six months". I then proceeded to Mr. Glennie's 
and I asked him to go in search of my family and conjure 
them to return home, which he kindly promised to do. That 
day, in the afternoon, I called again on Mr. Glennie, but 
he was out. In the evening, between seven and eight o'clock, 
having made enquiry for this purpose, I rapped at Mr. 
Oxenheim's door, and asked him where my family was; and he 
said, "If you don't get agone, I will put you in the lock-up", 
in the most Insulting manner; and that being the second time 
that day that he had seriously insulted, I was greatly 
aggrieved. At that time, I was under no excitement except 
the wound. I then broke four or five panes of glass in his 
French window, and his wife came out; I made a most hvimble 
apology, and shook hands with her and gave her to understand 
I would pay expenses, but her husband had been suborning my 
family.!'^  
Mr. Oxenheim was as good as his word. He sent for Chief Constable Watt, who 
after observing the broken glass, went in search of Dr. Labatt. When Watt found 
the doctor, he took him in custody as he did not consider him to be of sound 
mind nor a fit person to be at large. As it was Saturday night, Labatt spent 
the weekend in the Warwick lock-up. On Monday, 16 December 1861, he was brought 
before Arthur Halloran, the Police Magistrate, St. George, R. Gore J.P. and 
J.W. Buckland, J.P., with whom he had had the previous quarrel. When Chief 
Constable Watt laid the charge before the bench, he tendered two medical 
certificates, one from Dr. Alfred and the other from Dr. F.N. Lucas, who had 
recently settled in Warwick after leaving Ipswich. Dr. Alfred's certificate 
stated that he considered Dr. Labatt to be of unsound mind, to be dangerous to 
society and needing restraint. Dr. Lucas's certificate supported Dr. Alfred but, 
curiously, it said that he had not examined Dr. Labatt very lately.15 
The bench committed Labatt and in the warrant commanded the Chief 
Constable '... to take the said Jonathan Labatt to the said gaol at Brisane and 
deliver him in safe custody to the keeper therin...'. It further commanded the 
keeper of the said gaol, 'to receive the said Jonathan Labatt into his custody 
and keep him in strict custody until the said Jonathan Labatt was discharged by 
order of the Judge of the Supreme Court of Queensland or until the said Jonathan 
Labatt was removed to some Lunatic Asylum by order of His Excellency, the Governor 
of Queensland. ..'.-^ ^ 
At this time, Queensland had no lunatic asylum, as psychiatric hospitals 
were called then. Whilst the area was still Moreton Bay and part of New South 
Wales, lunatics were held, generally in the gaol but sometimes in the hospital, 
whilst a report of the case was sent by ship to Sydney and a warrant was forwarded 
in return to send the patient to Tarban Creek Lunatic Asylum, the forerunner of 
Gladesville Psychiatric Hospital. Sir George Ferguson Bowen, the first governor 
of Queensland, wrote to Governor-General William Denison, immediately after 
separation, asking for this arrangement to continue but his request was refused.^' 
Until the asylum was opened at Woogaroo in January 1865,•'•° psychiatric patients 
were housed in the Brisbane gaol. 
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And so. Dr. Labatt, was escorted by two constables to the Brisbane 
gaol, travelling via Toowoomba and Ipswich. The party left Warwick on horse 
back on 18 December. Bishop Quinn, the first Catholic Bishop, was making a 
visitation to the part of his diocese at the time. On the first day, he 
accompanied the party, riding alongside Dr. Labatt, with the constables some 
distance behind them. They stopped at Clifton for lunch. A young lady was 
present during the meal. At first, she was apprehensive, but later she was 
observed sitting alone with Dr. Labatt on the verandah. She told Dr. Quinn 
that her early apprehension was not justifiable. The bishop left the party at 
Etonvale, where Labatt pleaded with the constables to stay the night as he claimed 
he was exhausted.-'-^  But, the constables were under instructions and took Labatt 
on to Toowoomba where he spent some time. He was visited by several people who 
knew him, including his old adversary, Otto Sasche. Their opinion of the affair 
was expressed in this article which appeared in the Darling Downs Gazette.^^ 
The late residents of Warwick, who have settled in 
Toowoomba, were very much surprised when they were informed 
that Dr. Labatt, who once held in Warwick as a physician 
and a magistrate a distinguished position had arrived at . 
the lockup at Toowoomba escorted by the Police under a 
charge of being a dangerous lunatic. We are informed that 
none of his visitors. Dr. Sasche, Messrs. Berkman, 
McCarthy, Paterson and others could discover any aberration 
of intellect. Dr. Labatt complains that an assault he 
committed with a stock whip was taken as sufficient cause 
to detain him as a dangerous lunatic, that he was handcuffed 
in Warwick, and very badly treated until he arrived here. 
Measures have been taken to treat him, on his further journey, 
as a gentleman and with consideration to his advanced age 
and former standing in society. We are surprised to find 
Mr. Aldred was one of the gentlemen signing the certificate, 
as cases of insanity belong strictly to the province of a 
physician and Mr. Aldred acted as a physician contrary to 
the 7th clause of the Queensland Medical Act and made himself 
liable to a penalty of £20, It would be as well if medical 
men made themselves acquainted with the Act now in force 
whereby practitioners acting in other capacity than that for 
which they are registered are amenable to a penalty. ••'-
Leaving Toowoomba, the journey took another two days' riding with Dr. 
Labatt spending an overnight stay in the Ipswich lockup. On Christmas Eve, he 
was delivered to Samuel Sneyd, the keeper of the Brisbane gaol,^^ still protesting 
to anyone who would listen that he was not insane. 
During this period the gaol population was 101 persons of whom 78 were 
prisoners and 23 were lunatics. -^  Whilst, on paper, there was separation of 
prisoners from lunatics, this was not so in practice. All persons on arrival were 
put in the first instance, with criminals. There was no classification of prisoners, 
some of whom cared for the lunatics. F.O. Darvall, the visiting justice, said that 
'in some constitutions, the circumstances would lead to insanity. Confinement in 
a yard without shelter from the sun, with raving and blaspheming lunatics would 
drive men of certain constitutions mad.'^^ 
It was here Dr. Labatt spent Christmas, New Year and the first three weeks 
of January. Dr. Kearsey Cannan, visiting surgeon to the gaol, examined Labatt 
on admission but took no further action for nearly three weeks. It was Darvall, 
the visiting justice, who, believing that Dr. Labatt was not Insane, wrote to the 
Colonial Secretary. 
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In his letter of 17 January, he suggested that a medical board of at least 
two medical gentlemen should enquire into the present state of mind of the 
doctor,23 Manning, the principal undersecretary, then asked Dr. Fullerton, 
the president of the Medical Board, on 23 January, to nominate members of a 
medical commission to examine Dr. Labatt.^6 Fullerton, on 27 January, replied 
to Manning, nominating Doctors Cannan, Bell, Hobbs and himself.^^ This 
commission did not meet as action had been taken in another quarter. Dr. Labatt 
had written to the Governor and it is probably as a result of this that Dr. 
Cannan and Samuel Sneyd submitted to Judge Lutwyche of the Supreme Court, 
certificates to the effect that Labatt had improved and was fit to be discharged. 
The Judge, under the Lunacy Act Amendment Act of 1845,29 wrote an order for 
Labatt's discharge, immediately and he was discharged on 23 January, 1862.^^ 
For the next three years, Labatt stayed in Brisbane. Darvall, who was 
Registrar-General as well as visiting justice to the gaol, employed him in his 
office. The only complaint he had about the doctor's behaviour was that he had 
a disposition to take part in any conversation that was going on in the room 
and with persons coming into the room. He would stop work and enter into 
conversation sometimes disagreeably.'^1 He also practised professionally. But, 
all the time, he attempted to obtain redress for what he considered was the 
dreadful wrong done to him. He brought an action in law against the magistrates 
who committed him. Halloran, the police magistrate, instructed the chief 
constable not to serve the writ as he claimed it was disrespectful for the officer 
to serve writs against magistrates under whom he served and that it was the duty 
of the bailiff at Toowoomba to perform this task.32 when the latter did serve 
the writ and the matter was brought to a hearing, the case was thrown out on a 
technicality. The attorney's name and address were not on the writ. Dr. Labatt 
had to pay £20 costs of court and his solicitor's fees.-^  
The doctor wrote numerous letters to Mr. R.G.W. Herbert, the Colonial 
Secretary, and succeeded in obtaining an interview with him but all to no avail. 
Interestingly, he applied for the position of superintendent of the Asylum that 
the Government was now building at Woogaroo. He was unsuccessful, the position 
going to Dr, Cannan, who had examined him on admission to the gaol.3° Finally, 
he petitioned Parliament-^' and was successful in having a Select Committee 
consisting of Dr. Challlnor, as chairman, and Messrs. Lilley, Bell, Douglas and 
Kennedy to enquire Into his case.^^ It was not until September 1864, that its 
report was tabled in the house. It read as follows :-
1. The labours of your committee have been chiefly directed 
to the history of the case, from Dr. Labatt's removal from 
Warwick to his discharge from the asylum by order of Mr. 
Justice Lutwyche, as there was no evidence available to your 
committee respecting occurrences prior to his removal, except 
that of two of the committing Magistrates. 
2. The whole of the witnesses examined with regard to the 
period referred to above, admit that Dr. Labatt suffered more 
or less during that interval from mental excitement, but they 
were also unanimous in their opinion that mental excitement 
might be fairly attributed to other causes than of insanity. 
The evidence of Dr. Fullerton, and his letter to Dr. Labatt, 
dated October 28th, 1863, and which will be found in the 
Appendix, are very explicit as to one of the alleged causes of 
that excitement. 
^^ J^ =^  
3. Your committee is of the opinion that, in all cases of 
mental derangement brought under the notice of benched of 
Magistrates, it would be well to adopt the course pursued 
in New South Wales, - namely, to bind the offending party 
to keep the peace and failing to find sureties, to deal 
with him as in ordinary cases of like default. 
4. Your committee cannot conclude its report without 
expressing its deep regret any circumstances should have 
arisen necessitating the enquiry referred to them by your 
Honourable House.3° 
During the evidence, Darvall, the visiting justice, said he considered Labatt 
to be eccentric; Sneyd, the keeper of the gaol and Gillan, the principal turnkey, 
both thought his excitement was due to delirium tremens; Bishop Quinn said that 
'Labatt was in as equable a state of mind as anyone, under the circumstances, could 
be expected to be.'^"^ Dr. Fullerton's letter, referred in the report, contained 
these words:- 'I recollect that ray first interview with you was when you called 
at my house in February, 1862, and neither on that occasion, nor during our 
acquaintance since, did I discover any symptom of lunacy, nor have I heard any 
reason why you should have been confined as a lunatic. 
From the report I received from yourself, or aught gleaned from other 
sources, I am obliged to look upon your confinement in prison as an exercise of 
arbitrary power too gross to be sanctioned in any civilized coiranunity'. • 
Despite the report there is no evidence to suggest that Dr, Labatt received 
any direct compensation. However, in 1865, he was appointed superintendent of 
the Benevolent Asylum at Dunwlch.'^ 2 This appointment may be taken as a gesture 
on the part of the government to make amends for the treatment he had received. 
But, he was not long out of trouble. Part of his duty was to visit St. Helena, 
where the quarantine station was situated and off which island the prison hulk, 
Proserpine was moored. On 16 February 1866, the sick attendant found Dr. Labatt 
on his bed in his tent, too drunk to attend to the sick. -^  Five days later, his 
servant reported that he was missing. Staff from the prison hulk and the 
prisoners searched the island for him. He was found, dressed only in his shirt 
and badly bitten by mosquitoes. He said he had had an appointment with a friend 
but some young fellow had stolen his clothes. John McDonald, the officer in 
charge of the police on the hulk forwarded a report of the Incident to the 
Honourable R.R. McKenzle, who was now the Colonial Secretary. The latter noted 
the file that Dr, Labatt was to be Informed that his services were no longer 
required.^* Two weeks later, Dr. Labatt wrote a letter to the Colonial Secretary, 
which began with these words :- 'I understand I have incurred your displeasure. 
If such is the case I greatly regret it but confidently trust you will suspend 
your opinion, in justice to me, until my return to Brisbane, where I am sure I 
shall have no difficulty in.relieving your mind from any unfavourable impression 
it may entertain respecting me...'^^ His pleading was to no avail. 
Dr. Labatt returned to Warwick where he died in 1869. Douglas Gordon, 
in commenting in his obituary said that it was 'correct and proper, but short 
and unenthusiastic.'^^ 
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